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Abstract 
Since a recent Australian study found that university law students experience higher rates of 
depression than medical students and legal professionals (Kelk et al. 2009), the mental health 
of law students has increasingly become a target of government. To date, however, there has 
been no attempt to analyse these practices as an activity of government in advanced liberal 
societies. This paper addresses this imbalance by providing an initial analytics of the 
government of depression in law schools. It demonstrates how students are responsibilised to 
manage the risks and uncertainties of legal education by constructing resilient forms of 
personal and professional personae. It highlights that, in order to avoid depression, students 
are encouraged to shape not just their minds and bodies according to psychological and 
biomedical discourses, but are also to govern their ethical dispositions and become virtuous 
persons. This paper also argues that these forms of government are tied to advanced liberal 
forms of rule, as they position the law student as the locus of responsibility for depression, 
imply that depression is caused by an individual failing, and entrench students within 
responsibilising and entrepreneurial forms of subjectivity. 
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Introduction 
A recent report produced by the Brain and Mind Research Institute titled Courting the Blues 
(Kelk et al. 2009) suggests that law students in Australia (like their counterparts in the United 
States) experience higher rates of depression than medical students and legal professionals, 
partly due to the competitive and stressful environment of law school. This has resulted in the 
mental health of law students becoming a target of government within legal education, to be 
acted upon through curriculum development, support resources, and even the actions of 
students themselves. 
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Drawing from the ‘governmentality’ literature, this paper sketches some of the techniques 
through which students are encouraged to govern depression, and highlights how the 
responsibilisation of students to develop ‘resilience’ in this context links to advanced liberal 
forms of government (see further Rose 1996; Teghtsoonian 2009; Philip 2009). It does so 
through a discourse analysis of three ‘prescriptive texts’ (Foucault 1990) that offer students 
advice about how to avoid depression. It argues that these texts suggest three rather different 
ways of governing the self in this context. They encourage students to become either 
psychological subjects governing depression through the effective discipline of body and 
mind, neurochemical selves addressing depression through medications that alter brain 
chemistry, or virtuous persons ensuring that their personal and professional ethics are 
appropriately shaped to avoid depression and other ills. By offering an original way of 
reflecting on these attempts to govern depression, this paper not only contributes to legal 
education scholarship – a field characterised by the development and evaluation of practical 
attempts to reduce the incidence of this depression (Kelk et al. 2009; McKinney 2002) – but 
also to governmentality studies, by highlighting the kinds of work on the self required by 
subjects responsibilised to develop resilient forms of personae. 
 
Method 
As mentioned, this paper provides a discourse analysis of three ‘prescriptive texts’ that offer 
students advice about addressing depression. These texts include: a student handbook titled 
Depression in Australian Law Schools, produced by the Australian Law Students Association 
(ALSA n.d.); a document titled Stress and Depression, produced by a British organisation 
called LawCare that provides mental health support for lawyers and law students (LawCare 
n.d.); and a journal article titled On Being a Happy, Healthy, and Ethical Member of an 
Unhappy, Unhealthy, and Unethical Profession (Schiltz 1999). While not an exhaustive 
selection of such texts, these three documents are broadly representative of the diversity of 
such advice, and also feature within various attempts by both law schools and support 
organisations to govern depression among law students. They also reflect somewhat of a 
discursive shift whereby the responsibility for addressing depression is not borne solely by 
general private counselling services, but increasingly by law schools and students themselves. 
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Becoming a Psychological Subject 
The first text considered here is the ALSA document, an online self-help handbook that 
constitutes one of the first explicit attempts to address this issue. The overwhelming message 
provided within it is that students can effectively avoid depression by understanding 
themselves as subjects of psychological discourses, and by engaging in specific practices that 
construct a time-managing, disciplined self. The text clearly positions psychological 
discourses as authoritative: the definitions of and knowledges about depression; the 
vocabularies used to talk about it; and the diagnostic tools that students are encouraged to use 
when defining and understanding problems that they may experience, all draw from these 
discourses (Rose 1996: 88-92; Philip 2009: 161). 
 
To facilitate students becoming a subject of these discourses, this text provides condensed 
checklists of symptoms and other diagnostic tools – providing authoritative representations of 
depression – that can be used to determine whether they may be experiencing depression. For 
example, tables of ‘warning signs’ (which canvass the reader’s physical being, behaviours, 
thoughts and feelings) and lists of ‘risk factors’ (focusing on broader social relations, such as 
conflicts in one’s family, or unemployment) (ALSA n.d.: 8) allow students to determine if, 
according to psychological discourses, depression is an effective description they can use to 
understand their experiences. On that basis, they can then take steps to govern that 
depression. 
 
This text also provides advice that can enable students to avoid developing depression in the 
first instance. In particular, they are encouraged to manage stress. Here, stress is presented as 
a central cause of depression, and is understood to develop because of a student’s workload, 
financial issues, the competitive nature of law school, and the possibly confronting nature of 
materials they will encounter in their studies (ALSA n.d.: 13). This government of stress in 
order to pre-empt depression provides the conditions for an extension of government to 
include the student’s study habits and time management practices, and opens a space wherein 
students are encouraged to become time-managing and disciplined selves, governing their 
mind and body in productive ways.  
 
For example, the ALSA document suggests that ‘[t]he best way for students to reduce stress 
is to be organised. Know your due dates, make goals to have certain things done by and do 
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your best to stick to these deadlines’ (ALSA n.d.: 14). Students are encouraged to become 
disciplined by organising their daily and weekly activities, so that they have a clear idea of 
when assessment is due and can meet their competing work, family, and study commitments 
without becoming stressed (ALSA n.d.: 11-12). This self-discipline is not just devoted to the 
student’s activities, but also to their physical body. Students are to: maintain a regime of 
physical exercise everyday to release endorphins; adopt various relaxation techniques (such 
as listening to music, breathing deeply, and closing their eyes at stressful moments); and 
ensure that they regulate their sleeping patterns and their intake of substances (including diet, 
cigarettes, and alcohol) (ALSA n.d.: 9-11 and 14). These practices are based on the assertion 
within this text that depression is not just a mood, but an illness affecting the body as well 
(ALSA n.d.: 5). Thus, addressing or preventing depression requires students to govern their 
body so as to produce more hormones to make them happy, ‘block out external stressors’, 
‘keep [their] blood sugar level steady’, and ensure the body itself is not exposed to toxins 
(ALSA n.d.: 14). 
 
Becoming a Neurochemical Self 
There are many overlaps between the ALSA text and the LawCare text. Like the ALSA text, 
the LawCare text focuses on self-discipline (of activities, body, and mind) to avoid 
depression (LawCare n.d.: 5-10 and 17). However, when it comes to governing depression 
specifically, the LawCare document parts company somewhat with the ALSA text, and 
focuses very strongly on the biomedical and neurochemical aspects of depression. It suggests 
that depression can effectively be governed once students recognise themselves as 
neurochemical selves (see Rose 2007; Fullagar 2008). As it states, clinical depression can 
most effectively be treated through ‘competently prescribed and monitored anti-depressant 
medication coupled with regular counselling sessions’ (LawCare n.d.: 12), and goes on to 
discuss some of these treatments, and how they work on the body.  While these are not the 
only suggestions about how students can govern depression, a range of discursive strategies 
are employed to position these as the most favourable methods. 
 
For example, the LawCare document points to alternative treatments for depression, which 
not only include those practices of self-discipline discussed above, but also therapies such as 
reflexology, acupuncture, music therapy, or spirituality, which could be beneficial 
‘…especially if you are someone who is open minded to such options’. It also suggests that 
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‘homeopathy’ may work, but that like the other alternatives, it ‘…can be regarded as a 
complementary treatment, meaning that it can be taken alongside conventional 
antidepressants’. At the same time, this text suggests that some of these ‘alternative’ 
treatments are effective because they affect neurochemicals and bodily functions. For 
example, ‘exercise’ and ‘get[ting] out more’ are presented as effective because ‘[e]xercise 
raises mood as well as increasing fitness… increas[ing] the level of endorphins, the ‘feel 
good’ hormone’, while ‘[f]resh air, sunlight and greenery have all been shown to raise mood’. 
Additionally, alcohol, smoking, and caffeine are positioned as unfavourable because they are 
either depressants, addictive, or otherwise damaging to the body (LawCare n.d.: 13-14, 
emphasis added). 
 
To further encourage students to govern themselves through antidepressant medications and 
according to these biomedical discourses, the LawCare text dispels some myths about these 
drugs. These myths and concerns are positioned as a serious obstacle to the wider 
prescription of such medications, and a major reason people seek to utilise alternative 
treatments. Concerns about the side effects of drugs, the possibilities of becoming addicted, 
the discomfort with consuming chemical substances, and the reluctance to see depression as 
an illness that must be cured (paraphrased from LawCare n.d.: 12) are all raised and refuted 
with a simple sentence or two. Most of these also include a short statement of the empirical 
research that demonstrates the effectiveness of medications and other methods for governing 
depression, thus reinforcing the ‘scientific’ and ‘empirical’ aspects of this mode of relating to 
the self. 
 
Becoming a Virtuous Person 
Part discussion of research, part anecdote, and part polemic, the Schiltz article thoroughly 
dissects aspects of legal education and professional practice that appear to contribute to a 
negative experience for law students and early-career legal professionals (such as depression, 
substance abuse, divorce, job dissatisfaction, and pessimism) (Schiltz 1999: 874-888). It is 
unique in that it explicitly offers students wide-ranging advice on how to avoid or become 
resilient to such experiences, and is more concerned with broader issues of happiness, health, 
and ethics (of which avoiding depression is part). 
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Put simply, the Schiltz article places the blame for all of these problems squarely at the feet 
of the legal profession (particularly large corporate firms), suggesting that the 
commercialisation of the profession, the pressures of the competitive market of legal services, 
the adversarial environment that produces aggression and hostility, the lack of control that 
legal professionals have over their professional lives, the lack of collegiality they experience, 
and the hours that they work, produce these problems. It argues that these factors push 
students and professionals to focus on money (or ‘winning’ the professional ‘game’), and 
thus to overwork and fail to balance their work and family commitments (Schiltz 1999: 888-
893 and 903-906). 
 
The Schiltz article suggests that the way to avoid all of these problems is for students to 
become virtuous persons, and that this can be achieved in three ways: according to the 
professional ethical requirements of lawyers; acting ethically in their work as a professional; 
and living an ethical life (Schiltz 1999: 908-910). As such, this government of the self must 
extend beyond formal legal ethics (described by Rhode (cited in Schiltz 1999: 909) as simply 
‘the lowest common denominator of conduct that a highly self-interested group will tolerate’) 
and one’s work practices, to their own moral values and intuitions. Students are to act 
according to virtues that, as this text suggests, their parents instilled into them during 
childhood: 
‘[y]ou should treat others as you want them to treat you. Be honest and fair. Show 
respect and compassion. Keep your promises. Here is a good rule of thumb: If you 
would be ashamed if your parents or spouse or children knew what you were 
doing, then you should not do it’ (Schiltz 1999: 910). 
 
Additionally, they are to lead an ethical life that allows them to maintain their responsibilities 
to other communities within which they are enmeshed: ‘...to [their] family, to [their] friends, 
[and] to [their] community’ (Schiltz 1999: 910). This balance between the personal and 
professional – positioned within the other texts discussed above as so central to avoiding 
depression – is given a moral inflection here. Schiltz also mobilises the power of belief 
systems to support this claim, suggesting that whether religious or secular, most belief 
systems would suggest that ‘…a life dominated by the pursuit of wealth to the exclusion of 
all else [is not] an ethical life’ (Schiltz 1999: 910). 
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Becoming a virtuous person is positioned as necessitating a constant work on the self, as it 
must become habitual for students if they are to effectively become resilient to the negative 
and unethical culture that pervades large firms: 
‘...you are not going to have time to reflect on each of your actions. You are going 
to have to act almost instinctively... These qualities have to be deeply ingrained in 
you, so that you can’t turn them on and off...’ (Schiltz 1999: 911-912). 
 
To assist students to develop this virtuous disposition, the Schiltz article suggests that they 
adopt what amounts to a personal philosophy throughout law school. For example, they are to 
decide ‘...what kind of lawyer [they] want to be’ and then act according to that representation 
‘[a]lways. Everywhere. In big things and small’ (Schiltz 1999: 950). Additionally, students 
are encouraged to make a personal commitment to themselves that, while seeking to work 
hard, they will not let money dominate their lives. They are to find something positive to 
embrace: ‘[b]elieve in something – care about something – so that when the culture of greed 
presses in on you from all sides, there will be something inside of you pushing back’ (Schiltz 
1999: 924, emphases in original). Implied here is that this moralised government of the self is 
necessary lest students become the passive objects of professional pressures, or participants 
in the ‘game’ of measuring their worth by how much money they make, and develop 
depression as a result (Schiltz 1999: 921). 
 
Governing Depression, Shaping the Self, and Advanced Liberal Government 
Despite the rather different advice they provide, the texts examined here can be positioned in 
the broader context of governing depression through advanced liberal forms of rule. They 
enrol students in governing themselves to address and avoid depression through their own 
freedoms, particularly by becoming responsibilised and entrepreneurial selves. This is 
consistent with broader moves within advanced liberal government, where the role of the 
state in providing social services and support is minimised, and individuals and communities 
are increasingly tasked with addressing these issues themselves, either by becoming subjects 
of psychological (Rose 1999; Philip 2009; Teghtsoonian 2009) or biomedical (Rose 2007; 
Fullagar 2008) discourses. 
 
Clearly, the presence of these texts implies that students are somewhat responsible for 
governing their own mental health. This responsibilisation assumes a number of forms. 
Students are encouraged in these texts to construct a personal and social responsibility for 
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addressing depression because of the range of problems that depression causes for 
themselves, others, and society in general. Each of these documents points to the effects of 
stress and depression, such as family problems, health issues, and the loss of economic 
productivity (LawCare n.d.: 2-3; ALSA n.d.: 5 and 13; Schiltz 1999: 874-888). The ALSA 
and LawCare documents also enrol students in governing depression in others, by 
encouraging them to be on the lookout for depression in their fellow students – even to the 
point of assessing and diagnosing other students according to the checklists provided – and 
adopting various dispositions and practices that will allow them to help other students 
(LawCare n.d.: 15; ALSA n.d.: 9-10). Additionally, students are encouraged to adopt a 
professional responsibility for addressing depression, again because of the negative effects 
that depression is deemed to produce. A key example offered by both the ALSA document 
and the Schiltz article is the prevalence of substance abuse amongst lawyers, which is ‘...a 
contributing factor for up to 80% of all complaints levelled against practitioners’ (ALSA n.d.: 
6 and 9; see also Schiltz 1999: 876). This responsibilisation is even more pronounced in the 
particular context of legal studies and legal practice, because of the high risks to one’s health 
that these activities appear to pose. In this context, avoiding depression through self-
government thus appears as a way for students to manage some of the risk they are exposed 
to upon choosing to ‘enterprise’ themselves in this way. 
 
These texts also encourage students to govern depression because of the imperative to be 
entrepreneurial in their lives. This entrepreneurialism is not narrowly focused to accruing 
benefits in the capitalist market per se, but rather on making sure that they can succeed in 
their life in a wider sense. The Schiltz article suggests that they ought to undertake a cost-
benefit analysis of private legal practice in large firms to decide whether the training and job 
opportunities and lifestyle that it offers are really greater than small firms (Schiltz 1999: 923-
938). As we have seen, the ALSA and LawCare texts also speak extensively about 
maintaining a work-life balance so that one can maintain one’s work performance and avoid 
ill-health. In this sense, students are encouraged to become entrepreneurial in the realm of 
their own health and happiness. 
 
Conclusion 
This analysis has considered one of the contexts in which law students are encouraged to 
govern themselves throughout legal education, and highlighted the different modalities of this 
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relationship to the self. While each text appears to offer objective advice about how to 
address depression, each clearly sets up a range of different forms of relating to the self in 
specific (though not inevitable) ways that contribute to contemporary regimes of government. 
In particular, this analysis supports the contention that in advanced liberal societies, the 
individual has become the locus of responsibility for depression (Rose 1996; Philip 2009; 
Teghtsoonian 2009). While some attention is still paid to the environment within which 
students must study or will be employed, the focus is on the individual and not on changing 
broader social factors that may contribute to depression. 
 
As seen here, the responsibilisation of the individual in this context requires the production of 
a variety of forms of personhood in professional and non-professional spheres. This paper has 
highlighted that, in this context, the positions of the ethical and responsible legal professional, 
the subject of psychological discourses, the neurochemical self, the virtuous person, and the 
resilient, entrepreneurial and risk-managing subject of advanced liberal forms of government 
are all modalities of self-government through which students are responsibilised to produce 
resilient personae. While these modes of self-government may certainly be beneficial, it is 
clear that they also reproduce broader kinds of subjectivity, and make advanced liberal 
government possible. 
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